








Conclusion� 

I want somebody to say amen!� 
Toni Morrison� 

Community, in the African American culture, has been� 

and is defined as a group of people living in the same� 

locale, but it is also people who share common interests,� 

history, fundamental systems of communication and� 

fellowship. Race has also been a factor in the definition� 

of community. Survival meant seeking identity and defining� 

of self through communal bonding. African Americans� 

learned to develop cultural dimensions through self~� 

determination which sequestered and strengthened the mores� 

and ethics of the group. Survival meant isolation and� 

secrecy.� 

Today the enclaves of African American communities are� 

disappearing. The changing dynamics of America and access� 

to transportation, financial, and educational opportunities� 

have eliminated some of the necessity for seclusion and� 

secrecy. African Americans no longer have to live in a� 

distinctively bound area enclosed within the dominant� 

culture. The ability to live and function outside the� 

enclave has allowed African Americans freedom to prosper,� 

but it has also caused changes to occur within the social� 

and cultural character of the African American community.� 

African Americans have made great gains, but in the� 

process they also have had to give up some of the survival� 
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traits that allowed them to endure. One of the traits that
 

has begun to change is in the use of Black English. Most
 

African Americans still speak Black English, in one form or
 

another, but Black English is an oral language and has not,
 

in the past, fit comfortably into a written discourse.
 

Authors like Hurston have tried to write Black English, but
 

since it does not have an orthography, the method of
 

representing the sounds of Black English changed from
 

author to author and sometimes from word to word withiri the
 

same text written by the same author. Sherley Anne
 

Williams has said that "Afro-Americans, having survived by
 

word of mouth™and made of that process a high art—-remain
 

at the mercy of literature and writing; often, these have
 

betrayed us" (5). .
 

According to John F. Gallahan, "In twentieth-century
 

African-American fiction the pursuit of narrative form
 

often becomes the pursuit of voice. And by voice I mean
 

the writer's attempt to conjure the spoken word into
 

symbolic existence on the page" (14). African American
 

writers looked for a way to embody the printed word with
 

the spoken voice, the diction, the images, and the rhythm
 

of the voice as it leaves the mouth of the speaker and
 

enters the ear of the listener. African American authors
 

have looked for a way to incorporate the eloquent oration
 

of the Black English oral traditon, the understatement, the
 

rhetoric of layered meanings and indirectness, and the
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ironic stories filled with metaphor, v/ith the written word.
 

They have looked for a way to use,Gommon English to express
 

the oral tradition of Black English.
 

Writers began to use Common English as a Mask for
 

Black English. They could write in Common English and
 

still use the rhetoric, meanings, and style of Black
 

English. Masking has allowed Black English to survive the
 

transition from an oral language to written discourse. But
 

the Masking has been so complete that some people are riot
 

aware that Common English is the veil that covers the Black
 

English oral tradition. The unaware may believe that the
 

rules, meaning, and definition of Common English are the
 

only elements at work within the written discourse of
 

African Americans.
 

The secretive, and sequestered nature of African
 

American culture, the fact that Black English was not until
 

recently recognized or studied as a language, and the
 

ethnocentric nature of America have contributed to the lack
 

of knowledge about African American culture for those
 

outside the African American community.
 

The awareness that one language is Masking another and
 

the opportunity for African, Americans and White Americans
 

to reach an understanding are possible through a study of
 

^ literature that encompasses both African American a White
 

American values and systems of language. The rhetorical
 

tropes of Signifying, Call/Response, and Witness/Testify
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contain the fundaitiental essence Pfthe traditional African
 

world view that is evident in African Ainerican culture
 

These tropes taken from the Black English qfai tradition,
 

combined with tbe Western traditiQhqfwfitt literature,
 

are tangible evidence of the evolution and amalgamation of
 

African and Amdrican Cultufes into the unique culture of
 

African Americans. Robert B. Stepto contends that Afro-


American literature has developed as much because of the
 

culture's distrust of litefaicy as because of its abiding
 

faith in it" (309),
 

The rhetorical tropes of Signifying, Call/Response,
 

and Witness/Testify may also be a forum for a critical
 

theory of African American literature that is based in the
 

traditions of African Americans. There has been much
 

criticism of using critical theories based in Western
 

traditions to evaluate African American literature.
 

Barbara Christian describes present day critical theory as
 

"hegemonic as the world it attacks. . ."(71). Gates
 

questions the validity of African American authors trying
 

to "posit a ^black self' in the very Western languages in
 

which blackness itself is a figure of absence, a negation
 

(Black 7). Morrison expresses concern about being
 

evaluated through a system that does not include African
 

American values:
 

I am not Ilka James Joyce; I am not like Thomas
 
Hardy; I am not like Faulkner. I am not like in
 
that sense. I do not have objections to being
 



compared to such extraordinarily gifted and
 
facile writers, but it does leave me sort of
 
hanging there when I know that my effort is to be
 
like something that has probably only been fully
 
expressed perhaps in music, or in some other
 
culture-gen that survives almost in isolation
 
because the community manages to hold on to it
 
(McKay 408)., ,
 

Morrison's "work bears witness. . . " (LeClair 371) to Joyce
 

and Hardy because they too are writers and Morrison shares
 

with them similarities in themes ahd forms, but she is also
 

bearing Witness to Hughes, Hurston, and Wright; to the'
 

music of African Americans from gospel to jazz; and to
 

those ancestors whose stories are still being told and
 

whose names have been forgotten.
 

According to Morrison,
 

An artist, for me, a black artist for me, is not
 
a solitary person who has no responsibility
 
to the community. It's a totally communal
 
experience where I would feel unhappy if there
 
was no controversy or no debate or no anything
 
no passion that accompanied the experience of the
 
work. I want somebody to say amen! (Davis
 
418-419).
 

Signifying, Call/Response and Witness/Testify are
 

repositories of accountability that was and is essential
 

for African American cultural survival. If readers are
 

aware that Signifying, Call/Response and Witness/Testify
 

are systems that are guardians of the words, history,
 

stories, and identity of a people, then they maiy learn when
 

Called to say Amen as a Testament to a people and a
 

language that has survived slavery, oppression, ignorance.
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and intolerance.
 

122
 



Oxford University Press, 1971.
 

Smitherman, Geneva. Black Talk. New York: Houghton Mifflin/
 
1994.
 

Talkin and Testifvin: The Language of Black America.
 
Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1977.
 

Stepto, Robert. "Distrust of the Reader in Afro-Aitierican
 
Narratives." Reconstructing American Literary
 
History. Ed. Sacvan Bercovitch. Cambridge: Harvard
 
University Press, 1986. 307-317.
 

Tarpley, Natasha, ed. Testimony. Boston: Beacon Press,
 
1995.
 

Tate, Claudia. Black Women Writers at Work. New York:'
 
Holmes and Meier, 1988.
 

Wiley, Ralph. "Why Black People Have No Culture." Bl^ck _
 
Talk. Geneva Smitherman. New York: Houghton Mifflin,
 
1994. 22.
 

Williams, Sherley Anne. Dessa Rose. New York: Morrow, 1986.
 

Van Sertima, Ivan. "Trickster, the Revolutionary Hero."
 
Talk That Talk. Eds. Marian E. Barnes and Linda Goss.
 
New York: Simon Schuster, 1989. 103-111.
 

127
 


